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philosophy and goals of critical theorists than I do for boosters of basic and high-tech skills for an illiterate populace. However, in the research I am reporting in this article, I have tried not merely to take sides and dig in but also to let my understandings of this opposition be informed by the experiences and perceptions of the people who are talked about and referred to in commission reports and theoretical treatises. I have wanted to see how students and workers view and experience training programs, their jobs, and our literacy crisis, letting their perspectives inform and temper my evaluation of the skills controversy. So let us turn, then, to a group of African American women and other people of color who enrolled in a vocational training program in banking and finance because, as many of them pointed out, "You know Mr. Parker? Well, he'll get you a job."
A Study of Women, Vocational Education, and Work
My colleagues and I set out to study how people experience vocational-education programs and and to see what light those programs, and the jobs that people get as a result of vocational training, could shed on current claims that American workers need but lack literate skills.1 Although a great deal of research attention is focused these days on vocational education, much of that work is quantitative and top-down, judging, for example, the outcomes of programs as measured by dropout rates and job placement (Klaus 1990 ). However, we chose to focus on people rather than programs, or on programs as they are experienced by people. Employing an ethnographic approach, we used initial observational time, as well as previous research, to identify critical issues and key events and then used multiple methods to focus on and study these issues and events.
For a little over three years we studied a vocational program in banking and finance. As one data-collection method, we gathered life histories, focusing on students' previous education and work, their views about their future jobs in banks, and also their beliefs about the importance of literacy in work. We also conducted follow-up interviews with most participants after they had gotten and, oftentimes, lost jobs in banks. Some of the interviews took place again at the vocational program, but others were conducted in participants' homes or in nearby coffee shops and restaurants. In addition there were extensive interview sessions with the teacher of the banking and finance program. Mr. Parker was quite supportive of this research, representing our research team as trustworthy to the students in his program and making it possible for us to interview on-site and to videotape classroom instruction.2 He also helped us gain access to banks and bank personnel. He seemed to take the research as an opportunity to be reflective about his work as a former bank vice-president and now a vocational-education teacher. Feeling rather unsupported in his community college, he viewed our interest in his program as an affirmation of his teaching. He said we were "putting words to his music," and he welcomed me and other members of our research group with unusual good humor and eagerness. Additional data on the vocational program included field notes and videotapes of classroom instruction. We observed lectures and discussions and, on rare occasions, were called upon to supply part of that instruction, teaching students what we knew about job interviews, for example, or about writing resumes. We also observed laboratory sessions on machine calculation and simulated bank-telling, and we videotaped in each of these settings.
Our other interest was, of course, the employer's angle. On several occasions I was able to interview the personnel manager of Bank of the Pacific, the primary employer of students from the banking and finance program. Mrs. Lavelle came to the program regularly to test and interview students for jobs as proof operators (explained below), and I videotaped a number of these interview sessions. When several students in the cohort we were studying failed the proof-operation test, I served as a tutor, helping students to analyze what was required by the test and to practice it. At a bank in a different city, I myself took several proofoperation tests and was interviewed for a part-time job as an operator. Finally, several representatives from local banks sit on an advisory board to the vocational program; we attended these advisory meetings and interviewed some of the other personnel managers of local banks.
I was able to visit the proof-operation center that serves the multiple branches of Bank of the Pacific and employs most of the graduates of Mr. Parker's program. There I interviewed the manager on two occasions, got tours of the center, and collected some of the documents that proof operators use in their work. I was not able to spend as much time as I wanted in this center or in branch banks, nor could I videotape in these workplaces. (Cf. Darrah 1990 , who critiques the notion of a "grand tour.") Despite Mr. Parker's intercession and our multiple letters and requests, the managers of Bank of the Pacific would not approve a longer-term study of the literacy requirements and the organization of work.3
The Program: "You Know Mr. Parker? Well, He'll Get You a Job."
The Banking and Finance program is part of Gateway College, an urban community college in the Bay Area of northern California, which serves mostly people of color: African Americans (33 percent of enrolled students), Asian Americans (21 percent), Hispanic Americans (9 percent), Filipino Americans (4 percent), and Native Americans (1 percent). At the time we studied the program, there were proportionately more African American (around 60 percent of enrollment from 1988 to 1991) and Asian American (30 percent) students, with only 1 or 2 percent European Americans. The program is "open entry/open exit," which means that a student can begin at any time and leave at any time, presumably for a bank job. A student might, then, come to the program, stay three weeks, and be sent to a job in a local bank. As Mr. Parker was fond of saying, many students already know most of what they need to know in order to get entry-level work in banks; at this point they just require some polishing, some confidence building. A few students cycle out of the program when they and their instructor realize they cannot read well enough to pass the proof-operation tests recently instituted by local banks as part of the application process. But most students stay in the program at least six or eight weeks, at which point they are sent on jobs.
Most of the students-about 95 percent-were women. Some of the African American women were older, not having worked or been in school for a while, and hoped now to hone their skills and reenter the workforce. Others were younger-19 and 20 years old and just out of high school-some of them the single parents of very young children. These women too were eager for a leg up in the working world; they wanted to get off government assistance and make a better life for their children. Most of the other students were young Asian American women-predominantly Vietnamese and Chinese-many of whom still lived at home with their parents. Some of these students were looking for part-time work to support themselves while they went to school or to supplement another job. In the class there were also a few Hispanic American women, African American men, and Asian American men.
Some students enroll in Banking and Finance to get one more certificate selected from the community-college smorgasbord of possible vocations-another piece of paper, they say, to give them some insurance in an unpredictable job market. Others come because they are required to by some outside agency: they must show proof of enrollment to receive government assistance, for example, or they have failed a military entrance exam and thus have to go back to school for some credits. Still others come because they are pursuing a two-year degree and think Banking and Finance will round out their studies in useful ways. But the great majority of students who were enrolled during our study were there for a different reason: they had heard that at the program's end its participants get a job. As the instructor explained and as I heard time and again from students, the draw of the program was the chance to work, and it happened like this: Each of these lecture/discussions had a laboratory: students practiced telling, proof-operating, calculating by machine, and interviewing; the labs were structured such that they allowed modes of interaction similar to apprenticeship learning (cf. Collins et al. 1989 ). All of the activities took place in an atmosphere charged with immediacy and real-life applicability. Frequently the instructor related concepts to the world beyond the classroom, through stories culled from his own experiences in corporate life and through hypothetical examples of what students could expect to encounter in a matter of weeks, say, as they stood before an irate customer who had no identification but nonetheless insisted that her check be cashed. In doing so, the teacher, who is African American, relied on characteristic black speech styles and speech events (Kochman 1981; Smitherman 1977) , and he did so apparently with great effectiveness for many of the students.
A large portion of time (a two-hour class each afternoon four times a week) was devoted to learning to use ten-key machines. Students practiced the operation of these calculating machines using a manual much like a typing book except with figures. The aim was first for accuracy and then for speed; both would be required to operate the ten-key calculator on a "proof machine." Although many students in the Banking and Finance program looked forward to taking jobs as bank tellers, most went to work as proof operators, data-center workers who with their left hand fed debit or credit slips and checks into a large machine the size of a refrigerator lying on its side, and with the right hand keyed in the amounts of those slips on the ten-key calculator that is part of the machine. Banking and Finance at Gateway College owned one ancient and often broken proof-operation machine, on which students got to practice a little bit-probably less than an hour each during the entire program.
Mr. Parker saw the banking program as more, however, than an occasion to impart banking skills and lore; he saw it as a chance to help students "articulate themselves," to construct a new and positive image of themselves. (He thought everyone else had given them a negative image previously; "it's all been negative," he said.) This image Mr. Parker helped students build was not just to boost their confidence, though that was surely crucial. He was also aiming to help them construct an image that the corporate world would find palatable. Here, for example, is an excerpt from a class discussion in which Mr. Parker taught students how to conduct themselves in an interview: Volume 24,1993 Because you gonna need some money to pay the rent and a loaf of bread, and my students understand this. Don't talk to me about no theory; don't talk to me about "much ado about nothing," Shakespeare. If you wanna do that, fine; that's good to do, and it's fine to know all of the sonnets and all of the plays by Shakespeare. You can't sell it at Safeway [a grocery store]. When you go to Safeway, they don't want to hear the sonnets; they want to know if you got two dollars and fifty cents for a loaf of bread. Those students understand that, Doctor, they understand it a hell of a lot better than me and you do 'cause they've gone through it.
In Mr. Parker's view, getting his female students jobs in banks as proof operators and tellers was a positive alternative to poverty, welfare, and dependence on bad-intentioned men. He saw these jobs as entries into the powerful world of banking-jobs of a different kind than that of turning burgers, jobs with some possibility of advancement. And the personnel managers of local banks seemed to share Mr. Parker's attitudes about the opportunities available to students who get jobs as proof operators and tellers, claiming they could "move on" to other, better jobs at the bank.
Across the board, the representatives of local banks were pleased with Mr. Parker's program and with most of the program's students whom they hired. In fact, these employers came to Mr. Parker's defense at one advisory-board meeting in which some administrators at Gateway College proposed that Banking and Finance be revised, specifically be broadened to include more theory on banking and less practice of the sort students received in ten-key classes. One new course was to be called "Principles of Bank Operation," and another, "Bank Management." The rationale for this revision was that such a curriculum would put those students who so desired in a better position to transfer from the community college to the state university or university system. Mrs. Lavelle and the other board members were adamant in their support of Mr. Parker's program. They claimed not to care whether students knew "principles of bank operation" but said they needed people who got to work on time. "Students who are interested in bank management aren't the kind of people we want as tellers and proof operators," added another personnel manager. Someone else claimed that Mr. Parker's program gave students an edge over people who just walked in off the street, and this edge was all they needed. And Mrs. Lavelle warned that, if the proposed curriculum changes were enacted, the employers would simply go some other place where they could get what they wanted. The victors in this skirmish were Mr. Parker and the banks; Gateway College's administration backed off, and the vocational program in Banking and Finance continued in a manner approved by its advisory board.
One more comment on the curriculum. The program included no instruction on reading or writing or mathematics, no "remedial" basicskills work or other literacy-related instruction-although Mr. Parker was concerned that students sometimes had difficulty doing the reading on the proof-operation test that was part of the banks' employment screening. Asian American students, he surmised, had the most trouble because they had the most rudimentary reading skills, due simply to second-language issues. Occasionally a student would leave Banking and Finance and cycle back to a remedial literacy class at Gateway College, but this was a rarity. There did not seem to be much coordination among programs or at least not much student-and-instructor perception of such linking. If students lacked the reading, writing, and math capabilities they needed, they simply dropped by the way. Mr. Parker was especially skeptical of the usefulness of remedial classes; he said such programs stigmatized students and offered little in the way of practical help. But he was equally adamant about not wanting the responsibility for reading and writing instruction in his program and had, in fact, stopped administering a standard reading test at the outset of each semester. He claimed it was a matter of pride: those were not his specialities; those were not things he knew. He saw himself as an expert on banking and finance, not basic skills or literacy.
The Workplace: "I'm Hiring You as an Hourly."
The proof-operation center of Bank of the Pacific is housed on the 12th floor of a large, modern, imposing office building across the bay from Gateway College. Its entrance is closely guarded 24 hours a day; to gain access to the elevator one must have a special card as well as a badge that specifies an official connection to the bank. When you step into the 12th-floor proof center, you have an immediate purview of the whole operation: row after orderly row of proof-operation machines-138 to be exact-and a sea of female faces operating them.
The best time to see this center is late on a Friday night, around 11 p.m., when every machine is sure to be clattering and humming. On Fridays banks do a lot of business, which means that proof operators will work hard afterwards. The proof operators at this center work by the hour and with no benefits. According to Mrs. Bork, the trainer and manager, "We don't offer benefits ... at all anymore, and we're not the only company doing that. Benefits are expensive for a company." She also pointed out that a proof operator who works 8 hours a day is not as effective as a proof operator who works 6 hours a day. The bank wants a person who still has a burst of speed left in her at the end, and that also argues for part-time workers. Mrs. Bork promises her employees 15 hours a week; she said "Up front I'm telling you I don't plan to give you very much in the end. I'm hiring you as an hourly." Proof operators come to work around 4 p.m. and stay until the work is done, which may be 1 a.m. on Saturday. Mrs. Bork admitted that "here our hours aren't the best in the world.... If you don't have transportation, you can forget it." Proof operators work when the bank needs them, as projected by historical records. "That last week of the month when there isn't much work, I'm going to work you Sunday, Monday, and Wednesday, and that's it," said Mrs. Bork.
As mentioned earlier, what proof operators actually do is feed debit or credit slips through a machine, simultaneously key in the amount of the debit or credit on the ten-key calculator that is part of the machine, and encode a number designating the type of transaction. These slips come in bundles from branch banks and customers; the bundles are weighed, and the amount of time in which they should be processed is generated by computer according to their weight. Some bundles are "cleaner" than others, that is, they contain fewer errors. Errors might be a bank teller's mistake or a customer's mistake-for example, a mistake in addition or subtraction: you fill out your deposit slip as $450.00 when the check you are depositing actually reads $452.00. Whatever the source of the errors, "The buck stops here," joked Mrs. Bork. Proof operators must correct those errors, key in the correct amounts, and route the debit and credit slips through the machine, in which they are photographed and spit out into one of three pockets, depending on their designation. All this happens very, very rapidly. All one sees is a blur of papers and fingers.
At this bank, operators start out at $6.20 an hour. For eight weeks they go through training, which involves both practicing hands-on with proof machines and also studying manuals, memorizing codes for 98 separate documents. And then they are put out on the floor. At this point they should be able to process between four and five hundred items an hour, and if they cannot, "they really struggle," said Mrs. Bork. At three months they must process eight hundred items an hour, or they are let go. Final production quota is sixteen hundred items an hour, but people do more for incentive pay. The highest rate that Mrs. Bork has seen is three thousand per hour, but she said that with the simplification of the process-her bank is now changing from a "multiple pocket sort" to a "single pocket sort"-the rate keeps pushing up. According to Mrs. Bork, this move toward simplification has resulted in deskilling:
In banking you don't need to know as much [ Not only is speed important; workers must be accurate as well. Proof operators are fired for making too many errors, or their incentive pay is docked: "If they make three errors in a month," Mrs. Bork reported, "I take a third of their incentive pay away."
There are other ways to lose one's job, and one of them is not being on time. Mrs. Bork explained, "In proof we have people come in exactly when we need them. We have an extremely tough [tardiness policy]; well, it's not unacceptable but it's very strong, and we stick to it. You don't abuse our attendance or our tardiness guidelines, or you don't have a job. And we're very strict on the first three months." Students who worked at the data center confirmed Mrs. Bork's description of the strict discipline. They talked about being watched and about feeling their supervisor's eyes on them waiting for them to make mistakes or steal the occasional currency that students believed was deliberately planted in their work bundles. Here is Alma talking about traps: The demands to produce and be accurate, the strict rules about tardiness, workers' perceptions that they were being watched-all combined to produce a very pressured work environment: Here is Mrs. Bork's description:
There is a burnout rate in proof operators.... It is an extremely pressured job. I mean, you have to clock in when you walk in the door, on a log, and you clock every movement you make. I mean, if you get up and go to the bathroom, it comes out of your run time.... We have deadlines to meet, and our deadlines... are always very tight; so you're always pushing your people at the end of the day.
These working conditions certainly seemed sufficient to cause heavy turnover in a proof center, which in turn requires constant training of new employees. According to Mrs. Bork, "There's always going to be turnover any place in the bank, especially when you're in this large of an office." Besides, she continued, if there were no turnover, "it would make me unemployed." A Case Study: "The Third Time I Was Three Minutes Late." Jackie had been out of high school for two years when she enrolled in Banking and Finance at Gateway College. She had been accepted at a local four-year university after high school, but because she did not receive sufficient and timely financial aid, she was unable to attend. Then she became pregnant and waited until her baby was one year old to resume her schooling, which she knew she needed, even though she was somewhat intimidated by the prospect. She said she received a good high-school education in which the faculty was like "family" and during which she was required to complete academically challenging work, such as ten-page papers. But Jackie had not not always wanted to attend college, not until a career class in high school changed her mind. She also worried about how she would fare academically: "I was scared, you know. I didn't think I was going to do real good in my classes and all of that-I wasn't smart enough. That's the real reason why. I was scared to go. Scared, scared." Her past job experiences included working at a child-care center in a nearby park, doing janitorial work at the local army base, handing out free lunches for the parks and recreation department, working at an insurance agency, and perhaps most memorable for her, working at McDonald's.
A recurrent theme in her work life was problems with transportation. She described her first semester at community college, when she was also attempting to work part-time: When she enrolled in Banking and Finance the following semester, she decided not to work, depending instead on government assistance and credit for education to see her through.
The semester in which she enrolled in Mr. Parker's class was her second at the community college. Originally planning to major in child development, she had weighed the time it would take to get a community-college degree against being able to complete the banking program and get a job in a semester, and she chose the latter: "In May I'll finish and get a certificate; then I can start working." Jackie talked a lot about wanting a job: "I need a job now, a good job," she would tell us, "so I can help me pay my rent. Jackie: Uh-huh; yeah, it was a lot of problems; you know, customers talking about "I didn't order this" and get into arguments with the customer. Hey, you know, the customer [is] always right.... Most times I had to go get a manager, because it was like a Korean lady or something. She ordered like ten Big Macs, five McDLTs, and stuff, you know, and I gave her her order, and you know, she said "I didn't say this, I didn't say that." I said, "Well, that's what I thought you said." You know, she didn't have to talk to me the way she did. So I just went to get a manager; I didn't argue with her or nothing.
Jackie was a standout student in the banking program, doing all the work with no difficulties. She also passed Bank of the Pacific's proof-operator test with ease and was interviewed and hired. But within two months of having been placed in this position, she was given the choice of resigning or being fired. It seems that she had been late to work three times, the last time, she said, by three minutes. The culprit was her old problem with transportation. Now she had to catch rapid transit Not only did working in the city present logistical problems for Jackie in terms of child care, it was expensive as well. Proof operating is a night job, and free day-care closed at 5:30 p.m.; so Jackie had to pay for a babysitter during the evening hours. There were other expenses associated with working in a large city a considerable distance from home, such as the cost of gasoline and train fares and eating meals in San Francisco:
It costed to go to that job, though, because ... I started ... using gas for my car, and then the BART, and then you got to eat your dinner there. Then you got to catch the BART back home. It was like 4 dollars a day for just BART. And then, um, I was paying like say 15 dollars a week for gas, and then if I had to drive out there, that would be 5 extra dollars and stuff. It was costing, though, and then you know [at] lunchtime you got to spend 3 or more dollars just to eat and stuff. It costed every day, but then when your check came, it all broke out even.
Although Jackie tried to be optimistic about her earnings, there was a real question of whether her salary from the bank would support her and her child, especially considering these additional expenses. When I last spoke with her, Jackie was at home with her child, living on government assistance and some help from her child's father. She felt particularly discouraged, having tried and failed to get another bank job on her own and having enrolled in a job placement service, also to no avail.
Jackie: We was on part-time [status]; we really like-we don't get no

The Skills Controversy Revisited
As I followed Jackie and other students from training to work and beyond, I began to realize that there was no simple, one-to-one correlation between, on the one hand, being skilled or able to accomplish work, and on the other, doing well in training, getting a job, or keeping it. Banking and Finance, you will recall, had no entry requirements. Some students like Jackie had done well in high school, but others still had difficulty with reading and writing, and others, recent immigrants from Asia and Latin America, were self-conscious about speaking English as well as reading and writing it. The short-term nature of the program and its lack of focus on skills and knowledge did not, however, seem to serve most students badly in terms of being able to get a job. Among the students that I knew, many passed Bank of the Pacific's employmentscreening proof test the first time around, despite the fact that it required facility with the ten-key machine, visual discrimination, direction following, and problem solving, and all of these under time constraints.
All that then separated students from Bank of the Pacific was an interview, which seemed more a formality than anything else. Mrs. Lavelle chatted politely with the nervous potential employees, asking them why they would like to work at the bank, what their long-term career aspirations were, and whether they could work at night and were interested in part-time. Some students shone in these interviews, trying out approved explanations for spotty job histories and talking corporate talk in just the way Mr. Parker had modeled. Others spoke in monosyllables, very shyly and self-consciously. But Mrs. Lavelle hired people, not wholly on the basis of their performance in the interview and not wholly on the basis of their test scores, but also because Mr. Parker advised that they were "ready" or, more rarely, that they really needed a chance. It seemed that the proof test was just a means to eliminate people if the need arose, rather than an instrument useful for matching people's skills with possible jobs, and that Mr. Parker and Mrs. Lavelle both recognized this function and acted accordingly. Indeed, Mr. Parker referred to it as a "process of elimination." It is noteworthy, too, that some workers claimed that the proof test had little or nothing to do with the actual job.
The contradictions surrounding skills continued in the workplace. There I realized that the very things that many African American students seemed good at-and one of the things most stressed in Banking and Finance, that is, interpersonal skills such as would be required in an interview situation or in a sales-type position-were not required in the proof center. It did not matter so much how you dressed or presented yourself so long as you got to work on time and were quick and accurate at your work and able, as one worker pointed out, "to keep your mouth shut." As for literacy, some reading was required in the training period, but most people managed it-even recent immigrants-by taking the manuals home to study. For example, we saw one training manual that a worker had annotated in Chinese. On the actual job, little conventional literacy seemed to be needed at all. People read and punched in numbers, and they checked off boxes on forms. The only skills needed on the job besides a tolerance for stress were those capabilities for operating the proof machine. Ironically, students did not get much practice in Banking and Finance on its one rusty old proof machine (although they did get to practice the ten-key calculator). But such practice may not be so crucial for most students; for by all the accounts that we have, those capabilities quickly become routinized. I do not mean to downplay the skill required at "unskilled" work- Kusterer (1978) has demonstrated the considerable "working knowledge" that machine operators develop and depend upon. However, the jobs that students from Banking and Finance most frequently got required little knowledge of banking and few social skills-in direct contrast to the program's emphasis-nor did they require much reading or any writing, which runs counter to the basic-skills literature and the widespread claims that American industries are suffering because workers lack advanced literacy skills and high-tech competencies.
Finally, the most striking contradiction I uncovered was that being able to do the work of a proof operator-the deployment of whatever knowledge and skills that this job requires-was not sufficient for staying employed. Put another way, within the group I studied, many of the skilled workers, those who were fast and accurate at proofing like Jackie, lost their jobs right along with the very few workers who were less skilled, who were not sufficiently fast or accurate. In fact, there was an extremely high rate of turnover at the proof center for students in Mr. Parker's program. And judging by the regularity with which local banks sent their representatives round to interview a new crop of applicants, the same rate seems to apply to other centers and for other workers.
I have tried to demonstrate, for this short-term vocational program in banking and finance and for the job of proofing, that the current popular rhetoric that attempts to blame economic difficulties on unskilled labor and then attempts to remedy the problem with literacy programs and ever-proliferating sets of workbooks and computer-aided instruction on basic skills simply misses the mark. People entered a training program that emphasizes skills that would not be used on the job, were given an employment test that required skills that have questionable relevance to work, were hired despite doing poorly on the test and the interview, and lost their jobs even when they were competent at doing the work.
Looking for Solutions in Critical Skills
Well into the research, I began to ask Mr. Parker what he thought might be done to improve his banking and finance program, and he mentioned the inclusion of instruction on reading and writing and math. Although he had stated early on that he did not teach reading and writing, that literacy was not his bailiwick, he also became increasingly aware, as we examined the screening tests instituted by area banks, that some of his students were being shut out because they had had little practice with the literacies associated with such test-taking events. He had also begun to think more seriously about the limited possibility of advancing from proofing to other bank jobs without literacy skills or some certification thereof. When we do examine the literacies most often associated with basic skills programs, remedial education, and literacy training for adults, we find a strain that continues to ward off criticism from a variety of quarters. Giroux (1988) , for example, identified a perspective on writing instruction which he called the "technocratic school" and argued that such instruction needs to be replaced by a pedagogy that links writing, learning, and critical thinking. Bartholomae (1979) developed an alternative to the basic-skills approaches common in remedial college-writing instruction (Bartholomae and Petrosky 1986; see also Rose 1983). Grubb and Kalman (1991) critiqued what they labeled "skills and drills" instruction-which they found to be overwhelmingly characteristic of vocational and job-training programs for adults-in light of instructional principals drawn from "good practice" literature in adult education.
Within communities of literacy teachers and researchers, it is often
Basic skills approaches are typically driven by an overly zealous subscription to rules and correctness and a focus on product to the exclusion of process.5 They tend to represent complex competencies such as reading or writing as componential, as separable into discrete units that can be taught one by one. They value individualized learning, the pace of which is governed by tests and assessments. And they treat reading and writing as neutral, technical skills that are equally available and empowering, both educationally and economically. Alternatives to basic skills, on the other hand, foreground the active construction of meaning over the mastery of forms and correctness. They treat reading and writing as activities that must be practiced holistically. They emphasize the considerable extent to which literacy depends upon social interaction and membership in community. And they view literacy as deeply and permanently ideological rather than politically separate or culture-free.
One recent, much-praised alternative to basic skills in a vocational program is the "functional context" approach, whereby instructional materials on reading, writing, and math are derived from job-related literacy materials. (See, for example, Sticht et al. 1987 and Mikulecky and Philippi 1990) . The reasoning is that, not only will adults be more motivated when their schooling is based on work-related, presumably relevant materials, but they will be better able to learn since the texts will be based on things they already know about, and moreover, what they learn will actually be applicable to work. However, there is no inherent magic in job-related materials. Sometimes, as Gowen (1990) has demonstrated, the very fact that literacy materials are job-related is enough to alienate disaffected workers. And as Grubb and Kalman (1991) have pointed out, job-related literacy materials are just as susceptible as other kinds of "content" to a skills approach.
The most radical alternative to basic skills, and the one that is often absent from adult programs, is the critical literacy perspective. A central notion of critical literacy is that, not only should students learn to decode or inscribe texts, they need to learn to assess those texts, to read their "world," as Freire would say, in an attempt to understand the relations of power and domination that underlie and inform and create them, and ultimately to act to change them. According to Lankshear and McLaren, critical literacy exists only "where concerted efforts are being made to understand and practice reading and writing in ways that enhance the quest for democratic emancipation, for empowerment of the subordinated, the marginalized Other" (1993:xviii) . Similarly, the goal of a critical pedagogy is helping students acquire the modes of critical analysis, theoretical ability, and moral incentive to transform, rather than only serve, the dominant social order.6
For example, we can imagine a curriculum based on this critical perspective in which Mr. Parker's students would not just learn how to take the bank's proof tests but would inquire as to why it is that banks have suddenly, at the present moment, reinstituted such requirements after a ten-year hiatus. Students would not only learn to operate a proof machine; they would consider how it came to be that most of the people hired nowadays as proof operators are women, women of color, and how it is that proofing came to be a centralized activity rather than one shared by numerous employees at local branch banks. Students would not just dream of and work toward advancement and a career within the bank but would also research the likelihood and conditions of such progress. Students would not just learn the rate at which they needed to process documents to make production at the proof center and to receive incentive pay; they would calculate their maximum hourly salaries and compare that to their weekly expenses and the profits of the bank. Students would not just accept the designation of part-time employee; they would question why it is that proof centers will only hire them as "hourlies." And all of these activities would take place in a language-rich environment, where students read and write a variety of types of texts in interaction and collaboration with each other.
Postscript: Beyond Critical Literacy
After the particular research reported here had concluded, my colleagues and I stayed in touch with Mr. Parker, Jackie, and the other former students. We continued to interview them about their jobs and their lives, and we talked regularly with Mr. Parker about his program and his new classes. We also invited him to participate in a continuation of the research project, which involved interviewing managers and workers at a different proof center, observing work at proof machines on the floor, as well as learning about the literacy requirements of other jobs in the data center. One of our intentions was to help Mr. Parker improve his program, perhaps by introducing a critical literacy perspective, and we thought that recent, firsthand, accurate knowledge about working conditions, literacy requirements, and the limited potential for advancement at the bank would help. In the meantime, as we continued our project, the economy worsened; area banks consolidated, decreasing the employer pool for the program; and it grew more and more difficult for Mr. Parker to place his students in any kind of job. None of the former students that we knew now worked for the bank, and all were either struggling economically at other part-time, low-wage jobs or depending, however reluctantly, on welfare.
Remembering the vocational classes I observed, recalling the enthusiasm many students had for this program and their high hopes for employment in a "professional" job at a bank, and juxtaposing those moments with their desperate current situations, I am prompted to reconsider how I would conceptualize a critical literacy project. Many of us who work within educational institutions turn first to educational solutions to social problems, "educational" in the sense of classroomcentered. However, what I have learned is the necessity of pairing classroom-based, critical educational programs with active efforts to promote social and economic change outside the classroom, and of not confusing or substituting one of these initiatives for the other.
In carrying out the larger ethnographic project that is partially described in this article,7 my colleagues and I analyzed the ways in which Mr. Parker, his students, the community college, the banks, and bank personnel all interacted to create the conditions that sustained a vocational program that sent students to what were mostly low-level, shortterm, dead-end jobs. This analysis showed, for example, that Mr. Parker acted as both a savior and a seller for the Banking and Finance students. He showed more human concern for them than most were accustomed to receiving from personnel in educational institutions, but at the same time he used his program to socialize students into becoming workers who would be pleasing to a corporation that did not exactly have their interests at heart, to put it mildly. Such an analysis, and complementary ones for other players, was helpful in understanding the complex ways in which the status quo is maintained and in which social and economic classes are reproduced through schooling.
But in this case, it would be false to imply that all players contributed equally to or were equally implicated in this maintenance. If we imagine, for example, the transformation of Mr. Parker's program along the lines I sketched above, instituting a critical literacy approach in which students learned to read critically the social texts and discursive practices of the banking industry and their probable relationship to it as a future employee, one likely outcome would be the dissolution of the program. The banks would withdraw their patronage and go elsewhere to get what they wanted-workers with circumscribed skills and ambitionsas Mrs. Lavelle once threatened would happen. Another possible outcome would be that students would still take jobs at proof centers-recall Jackie's desperation to find work and also these hard economic times-and they would still get fired. Or perhaps these students would be impatient with a curriculum that seemed to delay or be irrelevant to getting a job, having long ago developed their own critique of the world and now being concerned with economic survival. "You can't sell it at Safeway," Mr. Parker remarked, as he contrasted his practical course of study with Shakespeare and theory. "The process of empowerment cannot be simplistically defined in accordance with our own particular class interests," warned Angela Davis in her discussion of how powerful a concern unemployment is for African American women (1988:351) .
Therefore, I want to suggest that in our theorizing and in our practice, we be as much concerned with the transformation of work as with the transformation of schooling. It is much easier, of course, to study and engage in critique of schools, our own classrooms, or those of willing colleagues than to conduct related work in corporations and other workplaces. Indeed, ethnographic studies that join an analysis of schooling with an analysis of workplaces are relatively rare (see Borman 1991; Gowen 1990; Valli 1986) , and for that matter, so are critical studies of the skill requirements of work alone (see Darrah 1990 Darrah , 1993 Wenger 1991) . However, to ignore workplaces as central sites of cultural, political, and economic struggle in favor of an emphasis on schooling is to continue to ignore the plight of Jackie and people like her. I do not think we can afford ethically and morally to do this. At some point we must meld our theorizing with political action, rather than, as bell hooks points out in regard to gender issues, using it "as a subject for discourse or for increased professional visibility" (1989:181) .
And when we do so, we must also be ready to go beyond received notions of literacy. Ramdas (quoted in Anderson and Irvine 1993) describes a critical literacy project in India in which women attended literacy classes only until they could find any sort of work that would add to the family's income, at which time they forthrightly told their teachers to leave them alone. When this happened, Ramdas reports, "we began to work together with people in trying to understand their immediate and daily concerns and difficulties, learning together to analyze the problems and understand the root causes; then planning how we could, together, find answers and, above all, take action." They recognized, that is, that they should cease "worrying about literacy as an end in itself" (Ramdas 1989, in Anderson and Irvine 1993:97).
Mr. Parker had a favorite saying, a summation of and justification for the Banking and Finance program. When I expressed dismay at the jobs students got and the brief amount of time they kept them, he often reminded me that "something is better than nothing." This comment haunted me; for I knew very well what he meant. Many of the students in Mr. Parker's program did appear to lack support, confidence, or prospects-and in that way something really was better than nothing. For a time the students experienced Mr. Parker's support, their self-confidence grew, and they got work, however briefly, in a big corporation.But I came to believe, in the course of this research, that Mr. Parker's modus operandi-"something is better than nothing"-framed the problem in the wrong way. I also came to realize, by attending to the lives of the students in the program, that my notions of critical literacy were insufficient for conceiving of how they might better their circumstances. Therefore, at the same time that Mr. Parker should not settle for the "something" he gives to his students, as researchers, educators, and citizens, we need to look beyond current school-bound notions of critical literacy toward multiple avenues for research, reflection, and action in order to best assist adults as they attempt to improve their lives both through schooling and in the workplace.
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